The Peruvian Andes

     The Peruvian Andes are a maze of mountains, rivers and canyons; with sky, clouds and sun that mix in a patchwork of everchanging hues and moods.  When I flew from Lima to Cuzco, passing close to the massive 6271 meter walls of rock and tumbling fluted ice of El Nevado Salcantay, I had no idea that in just a few days I would be walking within the center of the mountain.  I had been in Peru for over a month, traveling with a group of artists from San Diego, FUERZA.  We were on a Cross-Cultural-Arts-Exchange called “Pilgrimage to Machu Picchu I”.  It was a continuation of our plan to unify separate peoples and continents through the flow of tourism, education, art-making and adventure.  On the journey we encountered indiginous roots while performing ceremonial rites, art workshops with children, painting murals with the community, and working towards various artistic goals.  In future articles we will travel from Lima, down the surf-lined coast to the high-altitude cities of Arequipa, Puno and visit the sacred sites of Lake Titicaca, Cuzco and Machu Picchu.  But for now we will begin with a little adventure into the land of glaciers and green grass of the Peruvian Andes.

     It is quite difficult to remember all that I experienced, after so many days of travel.  Basically I spent the day walking below the cathedrals in the Plaza de Armas of downtown Cuzco.  It was just two days after Christmas and processions still passed by with banging drums and trumpets. Usually they carried some statue of a saint into the cathedral.  As I walked I met a friend Angel, a shaman or medicine man.  We talked and he told me a story of a river and an ocean.  He began, “Let the woman drink from the river if she is thirsty.  The river needs to flow into the sea.”  Relax and be free I think he was trying to say.  I bumped into another friend along my serpentine journey of discovery.  I met Mauro, another shaman, and we settled into conversations as we sat in his shop of Inca Antiques and clothes.  We talked about how much we wanted to go to the mountains together and how he wanted to lead me to some sacred summits.  He wanted to take me but said, “Come back tomorrow, as I have to wait, meditate and listen for a message.”  We shared hugs and I went on my way back down the stone streets to the Plaza.  Then I took a risk, searching for my own message.  I looked for what appeared a reputable and busy travel company and I entered to present myself and ask for a job.  I received an offer to accompany a trek into the mountains and take photos for the company.  I jumped at the chance and in minutes I was signing the company registry, finishing a few errands in town, and returning to where I was living to pack my gear.  I spent the evening with my friend Carolina, walking in the sudden rain to dinner and later relaxing under the stars in a plaza.  In the morning I awoke at 3:30AM, shouldered my pack, said goodbye, and made my way to the travel office in the Plaza.  As I sat on a bench near the grass and fountain, the clubs began to empty out.  Pulsing sounds of Techno music filled the streets as sexy and drunk disco-goers passed by.  I bought a coffee from a young boy selling cups from a thermos in a cardboard box.  It kept me warm as I waited for the bus to arrive.  Just after dawn we packed into the third world bus, uncomfortable and crowded, and began a two-hour drive into the steep canyons and mist-filled mountains on the Andes.  We even had a flat tire and stopped for a moment on the highway to change it.  After an hour on a dirt road, narrow and overgrown with plants, we arrived at the mountain village of Limatambo.  There we met our team of three horses, a guide, two cooks and two helpers.  They had food, tents and all the gear to make our trek enjoyable.   

     From there we traveled for three days, hiking six to eight hours a day.  That first day took us through the forested tropical foothills rising up out of the Valley of Limatambo.  We followed one of the sacred Inca Trails that made its’ way through the ancient and extinct volcano towards Machu Picchu.  The land flowed with streams, vines and flowers.  Birds darted at every turn and we hunted with our eyes for parrots.  That first afternoon we made it to a meadow, or pampa, at about 4200 meters.  A vast pampa of grass and snaking streams nestled between huge glaciated walls of the peaks rising up into the clouds.  Just before sunset the clouds cleared and up the valley I saw the towering peak, El Nevado Salcantay.  A dome of clouds sucked to its’ summit looking something like a white UFO.  The next day we made the long hike along the glacier into the center of the volcano to climb up through a pass at 5200 meters.  There, alongside the mighty 1500 meter wall of tumbling and cracking glaciers, we prayed and placed stones on the sacred alters built up over the ages by passers by.  The weather changes often and we stop every hour to pray for good luck and good weather.  We made it through the pass, descended and made camp an hour below in a pampa along a milky river, in thick grass, quiet, and shrouded in mist.

     The journey while complete, was not over.  We had another day to slowly descend away from this cold paradise and return into the forested and river-filled canyons along the Inca Trail back to Cuzco.  I asked the guide for the meaning of Salcantay in the native Inca language of Quechua and he responded, “Salcantiana… it is difficult to define.  Salka means, devil or untouchable thing, like bad spirit or powerful energy.  Tiana means living or place where it lives.  The Devil Mountain.  In Inka time, people they came to this mountains to make prayers and to bring bad people here to bury them.”  High upon the glaciers are hidden mummies of children brought for sacrifice and to many this mountains is understood to be the untouchable mountain, sacred and ominous, a repository of power, energy, and wisdom.  If trekking in the wilderness interests you, then take the time and explore yourself and your world high within the Peruvian Andes.

